Active matrix metalloproteinases in the tear fluid of individuals with vernal keratoconjunctivitis.
Corneal epithelial lesions distinguish vernal keratoconjunctivitis (VKC) from other ocular allergic diseases. Such lesions result from degradation of the corneal epithelial basement membrane, which comprises mostly type IV collagen and laminin. Matrix metalloproteinase 2 (MMP-2) and MMP-9 catalyze the degradation of these 2 extracellular matrix proteins. The possible role of MMP-2 and MMP-9 in the pathogenesis of corneal lesions associated with VKC was investigated by assaying tear fluid for the presence of these enzymes. Tear fluid was collected from 6 eyes of 6 patients with active VKC, 14 eyes of 14 patients with active allergic conjunctivitis, and 6 eyes of 6 nonallergic healthy volunteers. Gelatin zymography revealed that the tear fluid of healthy volunteers contained inactive proforms of both MMP-2 and MMP-9 but not the active forms of these enzymes. Active forms of MMP-2 or MMP-9 were detected in a minority of patients with allergic conjunctivitis. However, with the exception of one individual for whom active MMP-9 was not detected, tear fluid from all patients with VKC contained both proforms and active forms of MMP-2 and MMP-9. These results implicate MMP-2 and MMP-9 in the pathogenesis of corneal epithelial disorders associated with VKC.